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Primary education in Britain: 








What can we learn from policy change? What can we learn about primary schools and primary teaching by 
understanding the dynamics of recent change? 
 
This lecture will present an account and an analysis of changes in policy and practice over the last twenty years 
in Britain. It will also discuss the continuing process of change and current policy trends following a recent 
change of government. 
 
The session will encourage students to reflect on comparisons between Japan and Britain as a way of 
understanding the social, economic and political factors that inform primary education. 
 
The session will be arranged in three sections: 
 
1.  Curriculum 
 - national curriculum and the needs of primary children 
 - citizenship, health and welfare 
 - assessment and testing 
 
 
2.  Teachers  
 - teacher qualification and professional development 
 - teacher autonomy and teaching methods 
 - teachers and other adults in the classroom 
 
 
3.  School governance 
 - variety of types of primary school 
 - local accountability 
 - national accountability 
* Bye-Fellow of Homerton College, Cambridge, and Visiting Fellow at the University of London Institute of Education 
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1.  Curriculum   
 
1.1  National Curriculum and the needs of primary children 
In Britain the ‘elementary’ school curriculum at the beginning of state education 140 years ago comprised the 
basic skills of reading, writing and arithmetic, together with religious education. Over the first half of the 
twentieth century increasing knowledge of developmental psychology led to an understanding of the curriculum 
in terms of children’s development. Education became known as ‘primary’ to reflect the developmental stages 
of the child.  By the time of the Plowden Report (1967) on ‘Children and their Primary Schools’ emphasis was 
on the needs of the individual child, and responsibility for the curriculum was left to individual schools and 
teachers.   
 
In the 1970s and 1980s increasing concern about national economic performance and problems of literacy and 
numeracy amongst children entering employment after school led government policy to revive the earlier 
emphasis on basic skills and preparing children for the world of work.  A National Curriculum (NC) was 
introduced 1988 by a Conservative government that believed in traditional school subjects. The NC also 
increased assessment and testing as a means of monitoring children’s progress and helping them to improve, and 
as a means of monitoring and improving schools’ effectiveness.    
 
Another argument for centralised control of the curriculum was to produce an ‘entitlement curriculum’, to 
ensure that all children throughout Britain would receive a common experience at school.  The NC would also 
make it easier for their parents to move from one part of the country to another, to satisfy the changing demands 
of the labour market, without too much interruption of their children’s schooling.  But these policies 
undermined the ‘child-centred ideal’ of teachers responding to the needs of individual children in their class, as 
perceived by the teacher.  
 
The National Curriculum implemented in primary schools from 1990 has two ‘Key Stages’, Key Stage One for 
children from age 5 to age 7 and Key Stage Two for children from age 8 to age 11.  It is defined in terms of 
‘core’ subjects (English, Maths and Science) and ‘foundation’ subjects (Geography, History, Design and 
Technology (DT), Information and Communications Technology (ICT), Music, Art and Design, Physical 
Education). Religious Education is statutory but not strictly part of the NC. 
 
How far the needs of individual children can be met by a national curriculum is a question we could discuss.  
 
1.2  Citizenship, health and welfare  (and Religious Education) 
Two broad aims for the school curriculum were reflected in the Education Act 1996, requiring that all schools 
provide a balanced and broadly based curriculum: ‘to promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical 
development of pupils and of society’; and ‘to prepare pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and 
experiences of adult life’.   
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These aims are further explained as follows: 
 
The school curriculum should … develop principles for distinguishing between right and wrong. It should 
develop their knowledge, understanding and appreciation of their own and different beliefs and cultures, 
and how these influence individuals and societies. The school curriculum should pass on enduring values, 
develop pupils' integrity and autonomy and help them to be responsible and caring citizens capable of 
contributing to the development of a just society. 
 
The school curriculum should promote pupils' self-esteem and emotional wellbeing and help them to 
form and maintain worthwhile and satisfying relationships, based on respect for themselves and for others, 
at home, school, work and in the community. It should develop their ability to relate to others and work 
for the common good. 
 
Citizenship and welfare are an explicit and important aspect of state policy on education.  This policy reflects 
an expectation that schooling will help to fix the many problems of social breakdown, yet it can be seen to be in 
tension with the emphasis on developing basic skills and subject knowledge that constitute the formal 
curriculum and by which schools are formally assessed.  Opportunities for citizenship and health education 
have to be made across the primary curriculum in all sorts of activities, and the ethos and organisation of the 
school has to play an important part in transmitting these values to children.   
 
The formal content of the curriculum that contributes to this includes Religious Education (RE) and ‘personal, 
social and health education’ (PSHE), which includes sex education. In the case of RE and of sex education, 
however, parents can choose to withdraw their children, and although this happens infrequently, it raises serious 
questions about aspects of the curriculum for all children that are regarded as extremely important, but from 
which parents can opt out.  Most schools must teach religious education according to a locally agreed syllabus 
that should reflect the fact that the religious traditions in Great Britain are mainly Christian, while taking 
account of the teachings and practices of the other principal religions represented in Great Britain. But again 
exceptions occur because schools of a religious character are not bound by this requirement.  These are 
difficult dilemmas that we could discuss. 
 
1.3  Assessment and testing 
The National Curriculum included for the first time a system of regular assessment and testing. The aim was for 
government to be able to monitor the progress and achievement of schools and to enable parents to exercise 
choice by identifying ‘good schools’ and ‘bad schools’.  This process introduced for political reasons was 
made possible by increasing sophistication of information technology and by increasingly sophisticated 
mechanisms for assessment.   
 
However it met with a lot of opposition from the teaching profession because of its perceived narrowness which 
gave a distorted view of children’s progress and personal development, its apparent undermining of professional 
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judgment, its damaging effect on children in labelling and increasing anxiety, and the increased workload which 
detracted from quality teaching time. Many parents and others, professional and lay people, also objected in the 
early stages because of the distortion of the curriculum in encouraging teaching to the test.   
 
Parents also observed the stress that testing and ‘labelling’ caused in some children.  There were also 
objections to the publication of results in ‘league tables’ which encouraged competition between schools and 
damaged morale of teachers and children attending schools that performed comparatively badly, especially 
where the fundamental cause of lower scores was more likely to be the social and economic deprivation of 
children rather than the quality of teaching.   
 
Some improvements were made as a result of these objections, for example simplifying the system of 
assessment and introducing ‘value added’ measures that took some account of the level that children were 
achieving on entry to school, also taking account of measures of social deprivation, although these were fairly 
crude such as numbers of children receiving ‘free school meals’. 
 











2.  Teachers    
 
2.1  Teacher qualification and professional development 
Within a state education system, government has always been concerned to ensure a sufficient supply of 
teachers, and of sufficient quality.  So it was necessary to provide the means of training teachers, either through 
apprenticeship or through colleges. Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), was awarded by the state, and not (as in the 
case of lawyers and doctors) by an independent professional body.  But the details of knowledge required by 
teachers and the methods by which they learned the necessary skills for teaching were, like the school 
curriculum, traditionally thought of as a purely professional issue and not a matter for political interference.   
 
However, just as the effectiveness of schools came under closer scrutiny by the state in the 1970s and 1980s, so 
the education and training of teachers became a matter of public concern and government policies began to be 
more specific and more controlling over professional development.  This has tended to undermine not only 
Questions for discussion: 
  What is unclear or needs more explanation? 
  What are the advantages and problems for the primary curriculum in serving 
individual needs, social needs, and the state’s needs? 
  How does assessment and testing in Japan help or hinder a curriculum for 
personal and social development?  
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professional independence but also the academic independence of the universities, who had been responsible for 
designing and validating course of teacher training.   
 
In 1984 the British government established a Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education appointed by 
the Secretary of State for Education, responsible for approving courses of initial training.  This was later 
succeeded by a Teacher Training Agency (TTA) which began to specify a detailed list of ‘competences’ to be 
demonstrated by teachers in order to qualify. These competences later became known as ‘standards’, finely 
graded by descriptions of satisfactory and unsatisfactory performance. 
Governments have developed an increasing number of school-based routes into teaching and reduced the extent 
of university-based courses.  More recently the TTA, now renamed the Training and Development Agency, has 
been given the oversight of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) throughout a teacher’s career.  Also 
introduced was a professional qualification specifically for Head Teachers (NPQH) with emphasis on the skills 
of managing schools as organisations and a National College for School Leadership. This signals a departure 
from the generally accepted ‘collegial’ tradition of a Head Teacher, especially in primary schools, as first and 
foremost a teacher, a colleague in the education of young children who took the leading role amongst a team of 
teachers.   
Professional development had been a matter of individual preference for teachers who might choose to follow 
further courses in subject knowledge or professional skills.  Increasingly requirements for further professional 
development have been decided by the Head Teacher and senior management according to the school’s 
particular curriculum or institutional needs at any one time (often following the outcomes of a school 
inspection).  CPD resources have also increasingly been targeted by government at national initiatives such as 
the National Literacy Strategy and National Numeracy Strategy.   
Issues for discussion that are raised by these policies might be the proper role for universities in the training of 
teachers, and the independence of the individual teacher in planning their own professional development.  
2.2  Teacher autonomy and teaching methods 
The NC in 1988 had been a culture shock for a profession that had always regarded curriculum as a matter for 
independent professional judgment. Government ministers at the time insisted that although this step had 
become necessary it would never attempt to dictate to teachers how they should teach.  But after only a few 
years, a new Secretary of State for Education commissioned a report on ‘Curriculum Organisation and 
Classroom Practice in Primary Schools’ (1992).  Its authors were Robin Alexander, Jim Rose and Chris 
Woodhead, three individuals who have had prominent roles in the subsequent discourse of primary education up 
to the present time. Their discussion, which was ostensibly critical of ‘informal’ and ‘child-centred’ practice in 
primary teaching, heralded a new phase that led to government determination of teaching methods. 
 
Continuing concern about standards of literacy and numeracy through the 1990s and the diversity of methods 
adopted for the teaching of English and maths in different schools and by different teachers, appeared to justify 
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the formulation of a national strategy that was realised by the New Labour government from 1997.  This 
strategy promoted a daily ‘literacy hour’ and a ‘numeracy hour’ throughout Key Stages One and Two, for which 
the materials and the method of teaching were tightly planned and widely disseminated. Dissemination of 
methods and training of teachers was extensively organised on a national scale. Many teachers in fact welcomed 
the detailed prescription as giving them the reassurance of a prescribed structure in curriculum areas that were 
receiving a great deal of hostile publicity, where they felt vulnerable and open to potential criticism for the 
outcomes of children’s learning.       
 
Standards as reflected in the results of national testing in English and maths improved dramatically in the first 
years of the strategies.  Government claimed credit for this, although independent evaluations were more 
reserved, suggesting this was partly an effect of novelty, and the effects of ‘teaching to the test’. Also 
increasingly identified in more balanced evaluations was the negative impact on other aspects of the curriculum 
and on children’s school experiences as they spent a greater proportion of their time in routine classroom 
procedures and proportionately less time in creative, expressive and physical activities.  For teachers, the 
impact of this new way of working to central government direction would take much longer to show, but as ten 
years have now passed, research on teachers reveals less job satisfaction, less initiative and creativity.  There is 
a genuine danger that a more routine and conformist approach to the work of primary teaching will alter the 
experiences that children have of personal interaction and mutual enjoyment of learning with their teachers.  It 
may even to deter livelier personalities from becoming primary teachers.   
 
2.3  Teachers and other adults in the classroom 
Historically, the role of the primary class teacher has been conceived as having responsibility for ‘the whole 
child’ in a single class for the entire school year.  Thus the teacher takes care not just of the intellectual 
learning, but of the child’s physical, social and emotional development of individuals for as long as they’re in 
her, or his, class.  Obviously there are limits to what’s possible, especially given the size of the class. But the 
implications for the teachers’ role are many.  In some situations more than others they had to concern 
themselves with matters of welfare and with many practical matters in addition to their formal teaching.  
Sometimes there was limited assistance available, in earlier times in the form of ‘pupil-teachers’ (apprentice 
teachers) or more recently in the form of ‘parent helpers’ who might volunteer to assist in the classroom one or 
two mornings or afternoons during the week. 
 
In very recent times the government embarked on a deliberate policy of ‘workforce reform’, one idea of which 
was to provide assistance for teachers in some of the more practical tasks.  Government policies on curriculum 
and the ‘strategies’ required more planning, preparation and assessment, more ‘paperwork’ on the part of the 
teacher.  So the role of ‘classroom assistant’ was more clearly identified, and more classroom assistants were 
employed by schools.  As teachers were required to undertake more professional development during the school 
day, it was envisaged that classroom assistants could cover their absence by taking charge of the class.  Some 
training was made available for classroom assistants, but a question inevitably raised by this policy was how 











3.  School governance 
 
3.1  Variety of types of primary school 
Even within a uniform state system, schools will vary widely in size and character depending on their location 
and on the character of the local population and local economy.  In Britain there is still quite a lot of variety for 
historical reasons.  Most obviously, when you visit an English village, small or large town, or city, are the 
number of denominational primary schools, especially Church of England. 
 
Even the structure of state primary schooling, sometimes varies between different local education authorities for 
historical and geographical reasons.  More densely populated areas often had separate infant and junior schools, 
though it has seemed to make more economical and more educational sense to bring these into one ‘all-through’ 
primary from ages 5-11.  A few parts of the country still have middle schools designed to soften the dramatic 
(and sometimes traumatic) transition from primary to secondary schools at the age of 11, by creating ‘middle 
schools’ with two transitions at the age of 8 or 9, and again at 13 or 14.  Middle schools however became 
increasingly unpopular after the introduction of the national curriculum as these transition points disrupted the 
progression through KS1, KS2 and KS3. 
 
3.2  Local accountability 
Local Education Authorities (LEAs) were part of democratically elected local government, and were 
responsible for local schools, but were often in conflict with national government over education policy.  
Reforms to school governance and from the 1970s began to recognise the parents’ role and a need for 
‘partnership’ in primary education.  This was associated with informed ‘consumerism’ as a positive 
development, but also with the ideology of education as a ‘market place’ which has been a less constructive. 
 
More varied types of primary school have also arisen from successive governments’ attempts to devolve the 
funding of and responsibility for schools to local communities.  This process has been very piecemeal and 
haphazard as far as primary schools are concerned. Grant Maintained schools were encouraged encouraged 
under a Conservative government in the early 1990s, freeing themselves from local authority control and getting 
their funds direct from national government and there have been many similar experiments and innovations 
under Conservative and New Labour governments in the last twenty years, such as Foundation Schools, Trust 
Questions for discussion: 
  What is unclear or needs more explanation? 
  How should teachers best be prepared for their role through initial education and 
training, and what are their needs for continuing professional development? 
  How far do primary school teachers have professional independence in Japan, 
what kinds of support do they receive from other adults in school, and how far 
does this affect their professionalism? 
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Schools, Academies, and now so-called Free Schools under the new Coalition (Conservative and Liberal 
Democrat) government in 2010.   There are benefits to community involvement in schools, but these policies 
are politically ideological and can lead to social divisiveness, a problem that is worth discussing. 
 
3.3  National accountability 
Finally we need to return to the machinery of assessment, testing, evaluation and inspection, mentioned earlier 
in relation to curriculum. (Section 1.3).  We will discuss school inspection by Ofsted in the UK as well as 
assessment and testing. 
 
One dynamic behind the high profile emphasis on assessment and testing was the increasing use of comparative 
national measurements of educational quality and achievement made by international bodies.  The 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, founded after the Second World War, has taken an 
increasing interest in education and exercises a strong influence over national education policies: 
‘Education is a major area of spending for OECD countries, but they face tough questions when it 
comes to allocating these resources: How best to balance spending across people’s lives—from 
preschool to adult learning? How can the role of education in fuelling economic growth be reconciled 
with other education goals? And what are the best ways of achieving those goals?  Drawing on the 
experience of member countries, OECD helps societies answer these questions. The goal is to create 
education and training systems that contribute to social stability and economic strength, and that provide 
everybody with the chance to make the most of their innate abilities at every stage of life.’ 
 
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an internationally standardised assessment that 
was jointly developed by participating economies and administered to15-year-olds in schools.  Four 
assessments have so far been carried out (in 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2009), and data for the assessment which 
took place in 2009 was released on 7 December 2010. Korea and Finland topped the OECD’s latest PISA survey 
of reading literacy among 15-year olds, which for the first time tested students’ ability to manage digital 
information.  The survey, based on two-hour tests of a half million students in more than 70 economies, also 
tested mathematics and science. The next strongest performances were from Hong Kong-China, Singapore, 










Questions for discussion: 
  What is unclear or needs more explanation? 
  Should parents and the local community be able to influence the quality of their 
primary schools? 
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1.1 National Curriculum and 













































                      
1870 --
‘Elementary Education’ =  ‘the three R’s’:
Reading,   Writing,   Arithmetic
1944 –
‘Primary Education’ =  children’s development:
‘learning by discovery’, ‘integrated day’
1988 --
‘National Curriculum’ =  ‘core subjects’:
English, Mathematics, Science
and ‘foundation subjects’:
History, Geography, Art, Music, PE
1998 –
‘National Strategies’ =  intensive programmes for
‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’
Trends in National Policy for Primary Curriculum  1870-2010
1. Curriculum





1.3 Assessment and testing
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Questions for discussion:
xWhat is unclear or needs more explanation?
xWhat are the advantages and problems for the 
primary school in serving individual needs, social 
needs, and the state’s needs?
xHow does assessment and testing in Japan help 
or hinder a curriculum for personal and social 
development?
2. Teachers
2.1 Teacher qualification 
and professional development
2. Teachers





2.3 Teachers and other adults
in the classroom
Teachers and other adults in the classroom
Questions for discussion:
•What is unclear or needs more 
explanation?
•How should teachers best be prepared for 
their role through initial education and 
training, and what are their need for 
continuing professional development?
•How far primary school teachers have 
professional independence in Japan, what 
kinds of support do they receive from other 
adults in the school, and how far does this 
affect their professionalism ? 
3. School governance
3.1 Variety of types of primary school
Community School
















•What is unclear or needs more 
explanation?
•Should parents and the local community 
be able to influence the quality of their 
primary schools?
•What arrangements are made for ensuring 
the quality of primary education in Japan? 
4. How are policies changing 
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࡯㧔1996ᐕ 5᦬ 7ᣣ㧕㧘ࡐ࡯࡜ࡦ࠼㧔1996ᐕ 11᦬ 22ᣣ㧕㧘
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